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Abstract 
The built is like a text: it can be read and understood or only read, without making it one’s own;. the elements that contribute to 
form the built can be treated as the similar components of the language and, just as happens with the texts, the different 
composition of the elements leads to even deeply different results. The survey, before being a measurement as detailed and 
accurate as possible, must be a critical reading that, in the historical built as in the contemporary one, lets us recognize their 
design processes and formal intentions just through the analysis and understanding of the systematizing of the elements, in order 
to train aware designers. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
You could define the theme according to certain keywords that can be seen just as an outline for the development of 
the research, since they touch on organically related topics, although belonging to different fields: perceptual impact, 
critical reading, image, knowledge, awareness, process, language, form are some of the possible examples of concepts 
that are part of the deep work of systematizing and making the system of a method not only of transmitting knowledge, 
but even more of transmitting the consciousness of the individual designer. So educating for awareness, preparing 
architects who are technicians, but, at the same time, attentive readers and interpreters of the reality that surrounds us; to 
achieve this aim you must employ all the necessary skills, ranging from the knowledge of civilization to the history of 
the place - considered both in a strict sense and relating to the building traditions -, but above all you must learn to 
systematize what can defined as 'active constants' of the residential built, according to a processing vision,  that does not 
stop in the past, but looks to the present and turns to the future. 
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Fig. 1. Narrow alleys and open squares in Genoa. 
 
4034   Maria Linda Falcidieno /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  174 ( 2015 )  4032 – 4037 
 
Fig. 2. Assarotti street perceptual impact assesment. 
2 Reading the built as a text 
This is visual perception, since the suggestion itself derived from views that also appear very different leaves 
impressions that often correspond to other changes with many other references of time, of living models, of socio-
cultural realities. As an example, it is sufficient to make a reference to the areas of an urban core (the example taken here 
is that of the city of Genoa), which correspond to different building moments; the first, immediate impression is the one 
that derives from the specific image of the built identity of each historical period. So it can also become extremely simple 
to describe, objectifying it, a visual sensation: narrow-wide, monochromatic-polychromatic, for example, indicate clearly 
and effectively not only the quality, the look of a built environment, but also the relationship linking the context itself to 
others. The essential tool to educate for a critical reading is Representation. It can be both, design - prepared no matter in what 
form and with what tools and techniques - photography, video or whatever else, because it is from  the representation of the 
perception that you have of the built that you must start, releasing it as much as possible, from subjective interpretations. 
A designed, photographed from above, measured city shows very different characters, depending on the building 
organization, with identifiable elements that are affected by various constraints, as it is evidenced by the view of 
parts of Genoa that accompanies this text.  
In fact in the presented images, made from aerial photographs and maps of elaborations of Genova, (from San 
Vincenzo street to Colombo square, Assarotti street and Vittoria square, as well as the façade relief of Assarotti 
street and Vittoria square and the view of Caricamento), it is easy to read the above statement, even for someone 
who is not an engineer or an expert in architecture. In Genoa the Middle Ages offer fast-paced, narrow passages and 
caves, monofacing buildings and blocks in linear series; the Renaissance offers palaces of internationally recognized 
characters filtered through repeated patterns and consolidated on ways as wide and regular as possible; the 
Nineteenth experiences the gap between the outside and the inside to keep alive the characters of the residential 
architectures representative of the previous period, even in the absence of the same social class that had produced 
them and in the presence of multifamiliar  apartment buildings, only 'mimicing' the palace.  
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Fig. 3. Vittoria Square buildings survey. 
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Fig. 4. Examples of modern architecture, Rossetti (left) and Dante (right)Squares. 
 
It is still worthwhile, here, to highlight the components, which make it possible to attempt to maintain the exterior 
of the houses anchored to the nineteenth-century stately homes, for their value in terms of diffusion and the 
formulation of models; these components can be summarized as follows:  
 
x rhythmicity of the wall;  
x axis of symmetry;  
x hierarchy of plans. 
 
Then reading the image of the built, according to the elements that led just to that facies and that go beyond the 
models and temporal meanings, reading what is behind the appearance of a building structure is essential. According 
to this hypothesis, through the development of a search that starts from the texts of Gianfranco Caniggia, we arrived 
at proposing a method of recognition of the objectivable elements in the formal outcome of a building, directly 
connected to the relationship linking the appearance to the substance of the building itself in search of a perceptual 
impact assessment. 
The materials, structures and use are the transversal components; the junction on the ground, the elevation, the 
crowning, the essential elements; the formal resolution of windows and passages from one element to the other are 
the main nodes in the project. The resolution of the whole is what you perceive and varies according to the 
correspondence more or less direct and consequential of the possible choices. 
This was the ambitious content of the doctoral thesis research in relief and representation, discussed by me at the 
time, which aimed precisely at making as objective as possible what is normally understood as a subjective impression; 
the applicability of this method was summarized in the preparation of a form to fill out, which proposed the headwords 
listed so far, the components of the architectural language of the residential building with historical basis.  
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The form takes into account the outside volume of the building, but putting it in relation with the interior of the 
building, so as to highlight any discrepancies or differences of formal expression; the case in point, a real 'gym' for 
the exercise of critical reading of the built environment, is the Nineteenth century, which, as mentioned before, often 
sacrifices the coherence between the exterior and the interior design in favor of a 'facade', which focuses on the 
outward appearance above all. This makes it possible, then, to find a clue to the many 'isms' of the history of 
architecture, structuralism, functionalism, and so on, that force the perception through the exaggerated use of an 
item, at the expense of others. 
It is clear that the greater the design intent is, the greater the gap between the various solutions will be, the greater 
the authorial contribution and the smaller the choice uniqueness. 
Critically understanding our environment   allows us, ultimately, to assess how   intentionality can affect design 
and, therefore, the construction of a building and what this means in terms of removal of the common local 
experience, as well as the genius loci. It also means - and perhaps above all - not to consider the ancient heritage 
either as a suggestion or as an untouchable heritage in contrast with the contemporary one, but to perceive the 
possibility of a transforming continuum. 
In conclusion, it should at least report how, as well as for contemporary residential buildings, it is possible to 
maintain the same method of critical reading, based on the analysis of the three components (materials, structures, 
usage) required to reach a formal definition and how it is precisely the specific relationship between those 
components- inside them and in relation to the overall design of the building- that leads to the formal variations also 
substantial that we can all perceive from the report. The evaluation form of perceptual impact, once again, may 
prove useful to critically read the volume, identifying the specific points of interest that is the possible vertical 
stratification, the treatment of the openings, the recognition from the outside of the vertical distribution mechanisms.  
The contemporary examples are numerous and varied: here the Genoese aspects are always proposed and in 
particular Assarotti streets, Colombo square and finally Vittoria square. 
Residential ancient built and contemporary one, therefore, continue to belong to the same field of conceptual 
references and from this step designers must and can find ideas and suggestions for a design that, while preserving 
the individuality and authorship of the individual trader, does not forget and denies the context it belongs to. 
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